C A L L A L O O
nesian women screamed in the primeval throes of labor, giving birth to a first generation of Javanese Surinamers.
Surinam, in short, is a multi-cultural society avant la lettre. The typical Surinamese person is mixed (my own genetic composition would be something like: Indonesian, Chinese, African, Native American) but would consider himself first and foremost a kondre mang, a "man of the country."
Surinam gained independence from The Netherlands in 1975. Like many Surinamese, I too migrated soon after to Holland. My mother raised me on her own and in Holland we followed the prototypical path of first generation migrants, struggling to move away from the low income, low expectation place where we started at. My mother went through great lengths to have me placed at an elite high school, where I studied Latin, Greek, and ancient rhetoric, and I was the first in my family to go to the university. I have always felt at home with the Western education that I received. Knowledge is something I have had a hunger for, for as long as I can remember. I used to read to make sense of the world. It's essentially the same reason why I write now. Although the Eurocentric view of the curriculum was an annoyance to me, I made an effort to not let it hinder me in my ambitions to be the best writer I could be. There were books outside of the canon, like We Slaves of Surinam, by the black Dutch Surinamese freedom fighter Anton de Kom who tragically died in a German concentration camp in WWII, but who, before he gave his life for the freedom of the Dutch, wrote about his own people, about us: "No people that has been burdened with the inheritance of inferiority could grow into its full potential." And I realized that I could read all the books like these that I could possibly find, and that it would not weigh up against what the world around me insisted to be important, and of beauty. The only answer, then, or at least for me, was to create.
As a writer, I want to embrace the hybridity, the fluid borders of what is defined as identity. In my poetic view, the definition of literature is connected to the definition of identity. I feel that's what writers from the diaspora can add to the conversation, apart from the art that they bring. It's their outlook on our time, when we have enormous migration flows, and the suffocating hate that our societies are drenched with, and every single one of us is forced to redefine themselves in relation to the so-called other. I especially liked the idea that rose during the Callaloo seminar in Oxford last November 2016: writing and creating in itself is an act of resistance. Not because writers like me offer an alternative view on the old world, or a new interpretation of an existing canon. The type of writing I find interesting is the sort that is from now, and from here and from there, not completely belonging to anyone, but connected to all. This writing is the type that does not add, but actually forms a whole new "Western," European or American, British or Dutch, culture.
In my most recent book Unless the Father, I might have accidentally reflected on all these things above: identity, the undefined emotions of loss, love, loyalty, nostalgia for something that might have been. And after finishing it I realized that the book forced me to think about identity in yet another way.
